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In 1957, two important laws dealing with the people’s 
right to know were enacted by the General Assembly of 
Pennsylvania —I refer to the Open Meeting Law and 
the Open Record Law. Passage of these measures was 
advocated by the Pennsylvania Newspaper Publishers’ 
Association, in the public interest. 

Prior to 1957, Pennsylvania had many constitutional 
and statutory provisions which required state and local 
governmental agencies to admit the public to certain 
meetings, and to permit citizens to inspect certain rec- 
ords. But these provisions were sprinkled through vari- 
ous codes and other statutes, and were hard for the 
average official or private citizen to locate. Also, their 
terms varied to such an extent that no pattern could be 
established. And few of them had any penalty provisions 
to apply to those officials who refused to obey the law. 

As a result, the spirit and intent of these laws were 
often disregarded or evaded by the relatively small 
number of of public servants who take a chance and 
conduct government business in secrecy. Such incidents 
not only deprived citizens of access to public informa- 
tion, but they also opened doors to raids on public 
treasuries and to graft and favoritism in awards of pub- 
lic contracts. But newspapers, local “good government 
organizations,” civic bodies, and others, including the 
legislators, got behind the nationwide movement to force 
municipal governments and agencies to operate in the 
open, under the spotlight of publicity and under public 
scrutiny. This was the movement which brought about 
the enactment of “right to know” laws in many states, 
including Pennsylvania. 

The only known court decision regarding the Open 
Meeting Law was a 1959 ruling of the Court of Common 
Pleas of Crawford County, Pa., holding that the title 
of this Act was defective in that it did not specify 
that notice of public meetings was required to be pub- 
lished in a newspaper, as provided in Section 3 of the 
Act. PNPA promptly brought this decision to the atten- 
tion of members of the 1959 General Assembly, and the 
title of the bill was amended to remove any possibility 
of its being held defective. At the same time, other minor 
improvements were made in the law. 

The Open Record Law appears to have been met with 
favor by nearly all public officials. With certain excep- 
tions, this law (the Act of June 21, 1957, P.L. 390) pro- 
vides that the records of the Commonwealth, political 
subdivisions, agencies, and authorities, shall be open to 
the public. 

The first and only known test of the Open Record 
Law took place in 1957 when the Department of Revenue 
asked the Attorney General for advice as to whether or 
not the review docket and the refund docket of the Board 
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of Finance and Revenue are public records available for 
inspection by the public under the provisions of the Right 
to Know Law of June 21, 1957, P.L. 392. In replying to 
this inquiry, the Attorney General analyzed the law step 
by step and said in his Formal Opinion No. 30, of October 
31, 1957, in part: 


Section 2 of the “Right to Know Law,” supra, 
provides that: 

“Every public record of an agency shall, at 
reasonable times, be open for inspection by any 
citizen of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.” 

Section 1(2) of the act defines a “public rec- 
ord” as including “any account *** dealing with 
receipt or disbursement of funds by an agen- 
cy” or any “decision by an agency fixing the *** 
property rights *** or obligations of any person 
or groups of persons.” The Board of Finance and 
Revenue is an “agency” within the meaning of that 
term as defined in Sec. 1(1) of the act. It follows 
that the action of the Board in resettling a tax- 
payer’s liability or authorizing a refund of tax 
payments falls squarely within the command of 
the “Right to Know Law” that such actions shall 
be open for public inspection. *** 

The 1956 amendment of Sec. 731 of the Fiscal 
Code withdrew the confidential status therefore 
accorded to the data contained in the review and 
refund dockets of the Board. That being the case, 
the provisions of the “Right to Know Law,” here- 
tofore discussed, become fully applicable. 

It is, therefore, our opinion, and you are ac- 
cordingly advised, that the contents ef the review 
docket and the refund docket of the Board of 
Finance and Revenue are not made confidential 
by Sec. 731 of the Fiscal Code and must be made 
available for public scrutiny under the “Right to 
Know Law.” 

Judging by the statements I have heard from news- 
papermen at conventions and elsewhere, these “right to 
know laws” have opened many meetings (and records 
oi boards, agencies, and authorities) to which the public 
had been denied access in former years. 

As the public demand grew, over the years, for laws 
that would insure the people’s right to know what takes 
place at meetings of governmental bodies, many local 
government boards began to realize the value of keeping 
the citizens of their communities fully informed about 
expenditures of tax dollars, proposed public improve- 
ments, and other matters which affect the rights and 
interests of the taxpayers. Reports are published by many 
cities, townships, and boroughs in an effort to supply the 
taxpayers with even more information about their local 
governmental operations than the law demands. Many 
business corporations and banks are voluntarily follow- 
ing suit by furnishing detailed annual accountings to 
their shareholders — and to the general public. 
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